I created this image from a cracked clay
pot that I picked up from my friend’s studio
shelf. It has been sitting there for a while
and has become neglected. So I first 3D
scanned it and then brought it into Unity
to generate a new landscape and view.

YINGXI JI
Masters thesis
Rhode Island school of Design
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Abstract

Humanocentrism positions humans
as the measure of all things; what we
know as the ‘real’ or ‘true’ is perceived
through this limited perspective. As
a designer, I challenge the hierarchy,
actively moving away from the notion
that inanimate objects are subjugated
matter.

03

In this body of work, I turn to actions
of world-building to create immersive
experiences where ‘objects’ become
‘subjects.’ They are rescaled and recentered — called into prominence to
become protagonists on the cultural
and environmental stage. Through
generating, collaging, and juxtaposing
recycled facts, imagery and organic
materials using digital filters, I insert
absurdity as a breakpoint to equalize
the imbalance. Performing in both
real and digital spaces, what is often
rendered passive and mundane becomes
extraordinary, even kindred in the vast
arena of human preoccupation.

“It matters what
matters we use to
think other matters
with; it matters what
knots knot knots,
what thoughts think
thoughts, what
descriptions describe
descriptions, what
ties tie ties. It matters
what stories make
worlds, what worlds
make stories.”
—DONNA HARAWAY
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Jesse Treece, Pathways
I want to capture ever-complex yet straightforward
interpretations of the mundane and whimsical
facets of life. Treece has somehow managed to
mix both the regular and absurd, the beautiful and
the disturbing, to craft images in which you can
lose yourself for hours. His work becomes a portal
to a new world.

Jesse Treece, A woman’s place
In this thesis, I intend to blur the
relationship between “subject” and
“object” to encourage readers to
perceive a reoriented world.

“It matters what
matters we use to
think other matters
with; it matters what
knots knot knots,
what thoughts think
thoughts, what
descriptions describe
descriptions, what
ties tie ties. It matters
what stories make
worlds, what worlds
make stories.”
—DONNA HARAWAY
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I wonder...

Fact

I grew up in a town with my grandparents
away from people. I didn’t have too many
friends to hang out with, and so I had a
lot of time to spend with myself.

05

I was introverted and quiet. I wasn’t
sure how everybody spent their childhood.
But when I was a child, my favorite thing
to do was to curl up on a chair that was
made out of bamboo and stay on the
balcony the whole afternoon to read zines,
fairy tales, comics and fiction. I remember
the chair wasn’t very comfortable, but
it was my charging station. I was always
happy to put myself into the bodies of
the characters and experience their lives
and their consciousness. Because I had
them for company, and this imagining as
a pastime, I never thought my world was
small or lonely.

Instead, I was building a bigger world
with my own imagination. The view from
the balcony was a limited one, a vista of a
crowded... SOMETHING. This world seemed
miniscule in comparison with the one in my
imagination, where I could commune with
other species in nature, not surrounded by
the many people of TOWN...
I’ve been thinking about our human
relationships with everything we see, we
touch, and use in our life. If the word ‘object’
is explained as a material thing that can be
seen and felt. How do we actually see or
feel them when we’re used to performing
patterned actions with objects all the time.
Seldom do they stimulate or catch enough
attention from us. From our position of
dominance, we are always active, while
things remain peripherally mundane.

Fiction
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New
World

Fiction
White Sands National Park, Carrizozo, New Mexico

Jesse Treece, 8th Wonder
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As you enter this thesis, a new world is
presented. You are no longer the central
subject. Objects that we normally see and
use no longer serve as props or operate as
subservient and static. Your perspective
slowly shifts off center.

Manifesto

Toward an Active
Re-seeing
Subvert familiar interactions
between objects and humans.
Encourage interdependence
and revitalization.

Challenge and expand terms
of engagement.

Allow materials to become
conductors of meaning.

Make objects protagonists
rather than quotidian props.
Reduce distance.

Release a grip on tightly
held certainties.

Become a
collaborator.
Allow a new-found
intimacy to grow.

07

I purposely subvert the anthropocentric
vantage point, reorient the hierarchy, and
allow a kinship to happen between objecthuman relations. Objects are rescaled and
re-centered—called into prominence to
become protagonists on the cultural stage.
In other words, I am forcing an active reseeing, re-hearing, and re-touching to open
up humans’ sensory channels by inserting
absurdity to equalize the imbalance in human
preoccupations; In doing so I hope to use
the absurdity as a breakpoint to shape some
positive ecological, environmental changes
for our future.

Work between fact
and fiction.
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CHROMIUM EXPOSURE

After reading the news, I decided to write a letter
to Chromium (Cr). First to appreciate what it has
done for maintaining humans’ bodies in healthy
conditions. Second to appreciate how much it has
done for industries. This letter is a sign—chromium’s
value need to be reconsidered by humans.

a non-renewable resource. At
what point might a mineral like
chromium become extinct?

168 prospect st, Floor 2
Providence, RI 02906

Chromium (Cr)

Humans tend to see most minerals
as consumable materials instead
of naturally-occurring resources.
However, a long mining process
is necessary before minerals
become refined for consumption.
Humans typically avoid thinking
about the longevity of the world’s
natural materials, instead focusing
on current needs. Sadly, the
more humans need, the faster
minerals become extinct. This
inverse relationship is built on
a lack of insight into material
and ecological systems. I hope
to reconfigure human-object
relations by drawing attention
to human relationships with the
material world that are essentially
extractive while simultaneously
proposing new ways to engage
and appreciate elements, matter,
and non-sentient objects.

YINGXI JI

An estrangement exists between
humans and chromium. We don’t
quite know where chromium
resides, how much our bodies
need, or how we can retain a
balanced relationship with the
substance. For “On This Day,” I
selected a new item from the
internet published on February
23, the same day I initiated the
project. “Hexavalent Chromium
Industry Kept Health Risks Secret,”
published in 2006 by EHSToday
and written by Katherine Torres,
encouraged a deeper knowledge
of the chemical element and
aimed to educate readers on the
distinct relevance of chromium
to human dietary needs. The
article also became a precursor
to my Center of Primal Matter
project. Torres argued that the
manufacturing of chromium is
excessive and is carcinogenic
at high levels. Coming across
the warning, I began to think
more seriously about humans’
relationships with minerals—
specifically, their existence as
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Phase One

Screengrab from the actual
news posted on EHSToday.

Chromium(Cr)

How Much
is too Much?

Writing a letter to Chromium is a speculative
way to build a closer relationship with
non humans. Starting to notice chromium’s
importance both to the human body and the
world of manufacturing.
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Phase One

CHROMIUM EXPOSURE

a non-renewable resource. At
what point might a mineral like
chromium become extinct?
Humans tend to see most minerals
as consumable materials instead
of naturally-occurring resources.
However, a long mining process
is necessary before minerals
become refined for consumption.
Humans typically avoid thinking
about the longevity of the world’s
natural materials, instead focusing
on current needs. Sadly, the
more humans need, the faster
minerals become extinct. This
inverse relationship is built on
a lack of insight into material
and ecological systems. I hope
to reconfigure human-object
relations by drawing attention
to human relationships with the
material world that are essentially
extractive while simultaneously
proposing new ways to engage
and appreciate elements, matter,
and non-sentient objects.

Dear Chromium,

Chromium is the 24th
element on the periodical table.

Today, I discovered that you are a health risk carcinogenic at
lower exposure. Yet, you seem to exist in two forms: as a trace
element needed by the human body, yet also potentially toxic
to the system. It seems to depend on the dosage.

We humans need you as a supplement to nourish our bodies;
either within vegetables or as a supplement, you help metabolize macronutrients and provide energy to the muscles
and brain.

Industries need you as the most important and indispensable
industrial metal. You helped humans in the production of
metal, ceramics, stainless steel and non–ferrous metals. But
you are also a known toxin that can cause skin problems and
lung cancer.

Screengrab from the actual
news posted on EHSToday.

Your existence creates such a paradox. Humans need you and
at the same time they want to get away from you when you
potentially threaten their health. But I fully respect who you are
and what you did.
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Chromium (Cr)

I first learned about you in my Chemistry class during middle
school. You are a mineral, you are also the 24th element on the
Periodic Table of Chemical Elements. Though relevant, I soon
forgot about you.

Much Love,
Yingxi

Food that cointains chromium which
supports the body’s metabolism.

YINGXI JI
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Life as we know it would not exist
without them. Everything that cannot
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Agriculture, construction, manufacturing,
transportation, electronics, art, science —
almost every area of human activity
depends in some way on minerals.
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Chromium(Cr)

A poster series announces a set
of roundtable discussions between
guest minerals and humans.

Mineral

Center for
Primal Matter
A SPEAKER SERIES

comes from the 118 chemical elements found in the periodic table,
yet we rarely stop to consider and
appreciate their existence. The
Center for Primal Matter creates an
environment where these elements
expand beyond their abstracted
Various characters come to life in
this serious yet playful interpreta- two-dimensional representation in
an array. The project gives elements
tion. Whether or not you have an
a voice; I asked each element to
affinity for chemistry, you likely
be a collaborator, to represent
studied the subject in school. But
what happens if the periodic table themselves in a three-dimensional
way. As a curator, I invited them to
is re-examined? Can it become a
magical tableau? The 118 elements the stage as guest speakers for a
limited series of broadcasts—Primal
sit quietly on the table—and they
become simultaneously mysterious Matters; I also organized a few panand charming with the realization
el discussions to give opportunities
to hear their voices.
that everything, including human
bodies, is made of them.
The Center for Primal Matter
promotes active explorations of
material culture, and focuses on
promoting kinship with chemical
elements.
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This is a speculative project that
advocates for humans and minerals
to have a chance to meet face to face.

Everything we touch, eat, and use
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Center For
Primal Matter
Animate this logo and it permutates
to different chemical compositions.
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Mineral

Visit us at: https://primalmattercenter.org
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Front page currently features limited
podcast series “Primal Matters”

This limited podcast series provides a holistic
opportunity to tune into a speaker series,
highlighting selected minerals. Each week,
we invite one mineral as our guest speaker;
we are also constantly inviting more
members to join us.
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Mineral

GUEST 29—COPPER (CU)
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“Primal Matters”
GUEST 26—CHROMIUM (CR)

Fact of Chromium (Cr)

“Primal Matters”

Fact of Copper (Cu)

Visit us at: https://primalmattercenter.org

This limited podcast series provides a holistic
opportunity to tune into a speaker series,
highlighting selected minerals. Each week,
we invite one mineral as our guest speaker;
we are also constantly inviting more
members to join us.
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Mineral
17

Aluminum (Al) Speaks

Lithium (Li) Speaks

Sodium (Na) Speaks

Calcium Speaks
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Mineral

WHAT DOES

carbon
SAY?

I AM IN PAIN.
I DONʼT WANT
TO BE EXTRACTED
ANYMORE.
“Itʼs diamond season. Almost 40 percent
of American engagements happen
between Thanksgiving and Valentineʼs
Day, with Christmas the most popular day
to pop the question – and hand over a
sparkly piece of ice. Jewelry
stores do at least double their usual
monthly sales in December.

19

Miner:
...

Copper:
...

Since at least the late 1800s, with the
discovery of huge diamond mines in South
Africa, people have treasured these
dazzling gems. The beauty and splendor of
diamonds goes well beyond the surface.
Like a diamond hunter digging in an underground mine, one must look deeper to their
atomic characteristics to understand what
sets these stones apart – and what makes
them valuable not just for romantics but also
for scientists.”

The pamphlet is intended
as a bilingual document
to be read in both human
and mineral languages
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Cactus Fiber

Cactus Fiber
Wonderland
MATERIAL TRANSFORMATION

I’ve been trying to establish a
closer relationship with nature.
Last summer, I traveled to the
Chihuahuan Desert with a group of
artists and biologists for six days.
My goal was to learn more about
desert plant life and what is classified as waste.
On the third day, our instructor
Hector walked up to me with a
dead cactus, explaining that what
he held in his hands was “waste.”
He then dissected the sampleit to
show me a chunk of cactus fiber
which he exhumed from the center
of the cactus. At that moment, I
suddenly realized that my understanding of plant life was almost
exclusively based on the exterior;
I hadn’t taken the time to probe
the interior. Later, I also came to
understand that the fiber is edible,
and can be used to make cloth.

impressions, I now follow my
curiosity, examining plan anatomy, growth cycles, and how
plants may serve as resources.
This process is like making
friends or falling in love with
someone: as you spend more
time together, you discover
fresh layers and new aspects of
the person. As I dig deeper and
discover new qualities, I also
come back to life myself and
feel energized by my discoveries. For example, even though
I was told the hand-sized
network of fibers was dead,
they proved invaluable to me,
becoming a seed for further
inquiry. I chose to preserve the
sample in my notebook, and its
appeal endures. Every time I
encounter the fiber, it awakens
my curiosity.

As I “made friends” with the
dead cactus fiber, I remember
how I observed the material
transforming into various forms
and moving through different
states. And as I spent more time
with the fiber, I stepped further
into its world, becoming
aware of its material
and functional
aspects. I
imagined a

space for this engagement to
occur for others, crafting a world
where humans could encounter
fiber plants, fiber trees, and
fiber-made objects. What would
a world look like if built around
the worldview of a cactus fiber?
Could I heighten the perceptions of other observers by
crafting an engaging, textured
experience?

Hector’s desert lesson opened
me to the world of plant design
and suggested a method for generating stories. Beyond surface

21

This fiber was rescued from the desert on
the 21st day of August 2021, at 11:05 AM.
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This fiber was rescued from the desert on
the 21st day of August 2021, at 11:05 AM.
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Cactus Fiber

STAGE 01

Developing an intimate
relationship with this cactus fiber.

I took a closer look at it under the microscope.
The fiber no longer looked as delicate as it
appeared, and I started to see its agency.

I moved the fiber around while scanning it.

23
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Cactus Fiber

Stage 2_Form_02

Stage 2_Form_03

STAGE 02

Slowly turning its organic form into
digital generated forms. I’ve been
exploring new ways for human beings
to actually see non-sentient beings
anew by viewing their materiality
through different forms and angles.
Here, I apply my methodology to a
chunk of cactus fiber extracted from
the center of a dead desert cactus.
I find myself drawn to materials and
species that are generally ignored or
are considered waste. I believe that all
matter and all living things, however
small, deserve to be respected
and seen.

Stage 2_Form_01
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Stage 3_Form_02

Stage 3_Form_03

Stage 3_Form_04

Cactus Fiber

Stage 3_Form_01

27

28

Stage 3_Form_06

Stage 3_Form_07

Cactus Fiber

Stage 3_Form_05
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Cactus Fiber

“Fiber” fabric

Cactus Fiber Wonderland Flag
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Cactus Fiber form book
11.25inches x 11.5inches

Some interior spreads showcasing
using pen plotter as a tool to draw
generated fibers.
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Cactus Fiber
3333

STAGE 04

Taking us to their world

34

Cactus Fiber

STAGE 04

Taking us to their world

Re-membering
COMING IN MAY 27, 2022

3333
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Plant

Uncanny Plant_03

Dead Plant
After ‘Life’
AN UNCANNY REVIVAL

A whole winter passed; there was
no life when I opened the balcony
door again. All the plants were in
full bloom last spring and summer,
but winter temperatures and
neglect took their lives. All I could
touch were seemingly dead plants
in bereaved pots. I wondered what
had happened. When did we leave
these beings behind? Could they
possibly regenerate when spring
came? We were unsure. Not wanting to continue this lack of care,
I began exploring unexpected
materials to graft into pots. These
once-neglected pots are catching

humans’ attention now. They’ve
become containers for new life
and a stage for uncanny gestures!
What does cultivating and growing a plant in a digital hothouse
mean? Might creating digital-analog hybrids allow humanity to
consider new ways of extending
or reconsidering the life span or
lifecycle of objects and our environment?

A dead plant that I picked up from the
balcony. The plant had sat outside for a
full season without any care.
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Plant
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Sumanth M Krishna following
the Journey of a Brick
The thesis titled breaking the mold: a journey of the brick, Sumanth
investigates the nature of global practices in architecture and
construction. It examines the ethics of production and consumption
of materials, foregrounding the inequities that exist within our daily
practices. I wanted to understand through this project the relationship
of labor to specific means of production and to embody the
engagement of people with the material.

Breaking the Mold:

Sumanth M Krishna

The cover image features one of Sumanth’s
hand-made bricks. Sumanth’s hands-on
process is an intentional way of building an
intimate relationship with the materiality of
the bricks he produces.

YJ: Yingxi Ji
SK: Sumanth M Krishna
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SK: So I’ve always wondered and thought about who makes the material
that allows an architect to engage in construction. So who? And how
is their livelihood? How are they taken care of? How does the systemic
sort of flow between material labor and process tie together, I guess,
yeah. And this question started for me when I was, like, practicing in India, and I had a company called one brick architects, and we engaged in
just using bricks in all of our design, build and construction projects. And
that question always, was in my head saying, where does the brick come
from? And who makes it and who allows me to engage with practice?

YJ: Your thesis is called Breaking the Mold:
A Journey of the Brick, and I see you’ve
mapped out in your thesis that one brick
equals one pixel, one pixel equals one
kilometer, one pixel equals one meter,
one pixel equal to one foot. Is this how you
are trying to map out the whole journey
of a brick?

A journey of the Brick

M.Arch Thesis

YJ: What caught your interest in the brick?
Does it somewhat relate back to your architecture background?

YJ: Should I call you an architect, how
would you best define your area of work?
Or what would you call yourself?

SK: I think, for me, architecture, So I’m really into the academic side
of architecture in terms of writing, reading, theory, criticism, history,
things like that. Not so much into design build right now more into the
disciplinary positioning, and like trying to ask questions of what is the
role of an architect? Who do we represent? Who do we build for? And
what is the future of this profession? I guess, in terms of labor material?
Those are the kinds of questions that I’m pondering or not like trying
to think about and critique and write. But I still teach architecture in my
school in design studios, and I also teach other studios that are more
about electronics and the digital fabrication in material experiments. So
the work that I do still is informed by the architecture practice, but it’s
not necessarily directly engaging with the profession itself.

SK: So, like you said, I think the scales as well, the pixel allowed me to
operate in different scales, and allowed me to investigate the nature of
the material production using a kilometer as my region of study. And
then I zoomed into like a meter as, as a region of study. So then, that
allowed me to look at the land around the place where it produced kilns,
and twhen zoom in to see more specifically, what happens in the direct
context of the kiln and then allowed me to directly engage with the material itself. So that sort of the pixel allowed me to zoom in and zoom out
and create different narratives in its own way.

YJ: Your thesis is called Breaking the
Mold: A Journey of the Brick, and I see
you’ve mapped out in your thesis that
one brick equals one pixel, one pixel
equals one kilometer, one pixel equals
one meter, one pixel equal to one foot.
Is this how you are trying to map out the
whole journey of a brick?
SK: So, like you said, I think the scales as well, the pixel allowed me to
operate in different scales, and allowed me to investigate the nature of
the material production using a kilometer as my region of study. And
then I zoomed into like a meter as, as a region of study. So then, that
allowed me to look at the land around the place where it produced kilns,
and then zoom in to see more specifically, what happens in the direct
context of the kiln and then allowed me to directly engage with the material itself. So that sort of the pixel allowed me to zoom in and zoom out
and create different narratives in its own way.
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Sumanth M Krishna following
the Journey of a Brick
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Documentation showing the process
Sumanth used to make bricks.
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So yeah, that’s kind of where those letters came from. And those
letters took a further translation into like, I also like to feed all of those
letters into an algorithm, try and see how the, how would read and
try to recreate these letters or try to write a note if the algorithm was
given agency in some kind. And, yeah, I feel like it’s an ongoing kind of
project for me. the material story to the viewer or the reader? So, yeah,
in that, like, I can share that essay with you. I think I'm sure to have it
somewhere with me. [Y: That would be great.] Yeah, that got me thinking
of how I use this idea of defamiliarizing or estrangement in a brick and
narrate the story of the brick and like ready to stitch the history of the
relationship between humans, material and labor through that lens of
the brick itself. So yeah, that's kind of where those letters came from.
And those letters took a further translation into like, I also like to feed all
of those letters into an algorithm, try and see how the, how would read
and try to recreate these letters or try to write a note if the algorithm
was given agency in some kind. And, yeah, I feel like it's an ongoing kind
of project for me.

Sumanth wrote letters
to brickmakers as a brick.

Sumanth wrote back to
the brick as the brickmaker.

SK: Yeah. So even in the making of the big process, what I was trying
to do is to embody the sort of labor not in a direct way but trying to
capture it in a small way, trying to really use only hand tools. So the
molds that I made, I use the chisel and hammer to break the wood. And
then I use a chisel and a hammer to shape the wood in a way that they
will connect with each other. Then I used adhesive made not through
the manufacturer's adhesive, but what adhesive can I use using natural
materials and bind the wood together. And then using the clay, the sand
and the water to mix it with my hands and put it in there. I really wanted
to capture the hands as a part of the making process and try to depict
the labor that goes behind each brick. But for me to come up with a new
sort of aesthetic of the break is where the pixels started to inform. How
do I make a grid? How do I determine which part of the grid is solid?
Which ones to avoid?

YJ: How many letters have you written so far?
SK: So I've written like five letters so far. Three of them were done when
I was in school, and two more after, but I'm hoping to do an entire series like 1,015 letters. But I want to try and capture different moments in
history and capture what tools, technologies and material systems existed in that point in history, and how that transformed in these letters
as progression, but I also want to try to keep it conversational between
the brick and the brick maker, as a way to continuously engage the material with the people who are engaging with the material.

YJ: Are you trying to use these pixel bricks
to actually build out something or you're
more treating these pixel bricks as an individual object?
SK: I think in the thesis project, the pixel brick acts as an individual.
So that brick is what is narrating the letters, is what is a part of the story
that's being depicted. But the question of what is the future of this
project? Always, like, I keep thinking about it. So is that it? Do I stop
with innovation? Or how do I, as an architect, as a designer, influence
the material that influences the way that we build it and so that, for
me, means that I need to work on a tool, a device or something that can
engage with the material, using the pixel grid as a logic of engagement
in some ways.

YJ: Again, I think those letters were so beautifully written.
SK: Thank you. But yeah, I think allowing the kinship to happen is the key.
How do you empathize, the viewer, the reader, in the material process, is
how you sort of hook them into the story or the narrative.
SK: That’s a very interesting question. So I’m thinking maybe, like, when I
started it, my role was to research and really understand the positioning
of bringing in society and breaking architecture. So it was more like curiosity that started me on that, on that project, but then, somewhere along
the line, it became more like a personal narrative of what I have seen,
what I have experienced, and how I can impact change, modify the use of
the material, but also the profession itself using the material as a medium
of communication. So for me, it’s more like a storyteller or like a narrator
of personal experience tied in with this idea of a personal experience for
the brick.
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YJ: I can certainly see that you’re growing
with the brick! I also saw you have actually
made some bricks, but the shape is so
interesting. It's in the pixel shape. Why do
you do that and what was your experience
of actually making the bricks?

In the first letter that Sumanth wrote to
brickmakers, he used the persona of a brick.
In this letter, the brick introduces where it
comes from, the process that produced it,
and its intended usage.

In the first letter that brickmaker responded
to the brick. Mainly focused on how humans
make intimate relations with bricks.
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Cuneiform

From Tablet
to Tablet
THE LONG SCROLL

In this project, I explore the use of
cuneiform writing by Sumerians
for recordkeeping, tracking temple
activities, business, and trade as
early as 3200 B.C. Although few
public libraries in the United States
hold examples of cuneiform,
considered the earliest writing
system, I was able to view pieces
owned by the Providence Public
Library. Jordan Goffin, Head Curator of Special Collections, shared a
series of tablets, and I responded
to one that appears to document
Sumerian wages. As I considered

the ancient tablet, I immediately
thought of modern technology
and tools: the tablet devices in
use today, which often have the
same recordkeeping function as
their much older ancestral forms.
Tablet to Tablet creates a visual
lineage between the clay tablets
of Sumeria and the metal, glass,
and plastic tablets of today. I hope
to highlight continuities with the
past through the work while also
opening up possible visions of
future hybrid forms.

Tablet
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Jordan from Providence Public
Library showing us this special
collection of cuneiform tablets
over zoom.

3200 B.C

Possible future tablet
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the ancient tablet, I immediately
thought of modern technology
and tools: the tablet devices in
use today, which often have the
same recordkeeping function as
their much older ancestral forms.
Tablet to Tablet creates a visual
lineage between the clay tablets
of Sumeria and the metal, glass,
and plastic tablets of today. I hope
to highlight continuities with the
past through the work while also
opening up possible visions of
future hybrid forms.

Jordan from Providence Public
Library showing us this special
collection of cuneiform tablets
over zoom.

Cuneiform

From Tablet
to Tablet

Tablet

Tablet

2022

3200 B.C

Possible future tablet
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We take the time machine back to
the past and at the same time can
look forward to the future.
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Cuneiform

THE COFFIN CARRIES MORE THAN BODIES

The Roman sarcophagus (or stone
coffin) is an example of funerary
art that dates back two thousand
years. The word sarcophagus
emerged from Greek roots that
roughly translates to the compound phrase, “flesh eating.” A
number of examples of ancient
Roman sarcophagi now reside in
the permanent collection of the
RISD Museum. I’ve been puzzled
over the public’s lack of physical
access to these objects: how can
people understand the actual
value and embodied meaning
of these stone vessels when the
public is prevented from touching
them—and even from standing
too close to their display? The
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Treasure Chest, 2021. 1 min. 01 sec loop. This
work explores the surreal interior life of a
sarcophagus, reconfiguring literal, figurative,
conceptual and formal relationships to
create a graphic narrative exploration.

public’s access is channeled
instead through an interpretive
label, or audio guide, provided by
the museum. I sense people lose
interest quickly and quickly leave
the artwork behind. I suspect,
however, that there may be others
like me who are curious to know
what’s inside these closed containers. In Treasure Chest, I dissect
a sarcophagus from its surface
inward, seeking to expose its heart
and share it with others. My goal is
to offer a deeper, decidedly tactile
experience that exposes the interiority of these ancient funerary
objects and reframes public
engagement with their form and
purpose through a digital place.

Sarcophagus (coffin), 2nd century CE

Sarcophagus

“Treasure”
Chest
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00:17
The video opens with two crossed swords,
inviting viewers to make associations.

00:28

00:38
Love and death stories happened too.

00:44

00:19
Reference to the Trojan War is revealed.

00:32
What if the coffin were to bury other things like coins, or plastic bags?

00:42
The Trojan horse virus is used as a contemporary visual metaphor.
The virus allows hackers to access people’s computers against their
will or without their knowledge.

00:57
The virus attempts to hack the RISD Museum website.

00:24

00:35
Let’s make some bold associations! What if the
sarcophagus buries stories of love and hate as well?

00:43
The Trojan horse virus slowly hacks
into human computer systems.

01:01
The story ends with the detection of the virus
by RISD Museum staff...and trouble ahead?
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And the silver lining could be the fact that we could maybe use this as a
bit of a restart, and use of disruption to rebuild a better future. But often
in times of disruption, that’s when Big Ideas can grow. And because the
pandemic we have to rebuild, psychologically, well, hopefully we can learn
from the mistakes of the past, and builds, you know, and so build new
systems are going to actually benefit people on the planet. So that actually
became the birth of space available. And it started up as more of a creative
platform to share my ideas, share the thoughts of others, you know, as a
creator platform, podcast series, we started, and its development from
there, really, you know, we’re a studio helping other brands, but we’re also
a lifestyle brand, with our own products as well. And we’re on a mission to
create a circular future. We use waste as a raw material. You know, we kind
of look at the whole system repairing recycling, and that’s very much that
you’ve asked me what we’re doing.

How Daniel Mitchell as a
designer creates space that
available for “waste” only
CONVERSATION

Since the pandemic, Daniel Mitchell’s focus has shifted to expanding
his own design studio, Space Available. He has been exploring the
potential of recycled plastic and biomaterial. And so far, the studio has
worked on a series of annual case studies; exploring nature based and
circular design systems and devoting to make spaces for nature. The
work and research is presented across the mediums of art, architecture
and design; creating spaces and products that work in harmony with
the ecosystems they inhabit.

DM: Space Available was founded early on in the pandemic in 2020.
And I kind of started it, I can go founder, and I started as a response to
the sort of current climate crisis, I guess you’d call it in terms of the
pollution, the plastic prices. As an individual being passionate about
making a change, building a better future, that’s been the focus on my
career for over the past decade, really trying to use design as a big vehicle for change. And as I’ve been doing that in various different companies, and from my own work, I felt like the change was happening quite
slow. When the pandemic hit in 2020, I felt okay, whilst global disasters,
pandemic, people losing jobs, you were getting sick, I felt like well, actually, maybe that could be something that could be a silver lining in this.

SA01 ‘Radical Plastics’ ; A Circular Design
Exploration…. The second wave.
Set of three objects.
Visit their work at spaceavailable.tv
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YJ: First of all, thank you again for making
this conversation happen! I have prepared a
few questions. But the first question I wanted
to ask was, how did you get started with the
space available? When did Space Available
being funded?

A motion diagram showcasing how
Space Available uses recycled plastics
to generate various objects.

YJ: Yingxi Ji
DM: Daniel Mitchell

Made from 600g of recycled plastics.

Recycled Plastic Record Box

YJ: That's so cool, and I'm so curious, how
many people work together as a team at Space
Available? While browsing your work on Instagram and website, I’ve seen you have various
different phases going on at the same time,
like Space Talk, Case Studies, as well as collaborations with artists, designers, scientists all
over the world. How do you split the jobs?
DM: I mean, it's challenging because we're a small team. And at the
beginning of, I mean, when we were doing the talks, it was just me, there's
nobody else, which is me at that point, that was 2020. And then, slowly,
I just got a perfect team. So we, we, there's 10 of us now in Bali, then we
have different people around the world to also kind of work on the projects. So we're all different people, people from different backgrounds,
everything from artists, designers, environmentalists, and even scientists
who are helping us develop materials. And then we have, you know, vari-
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DM: Yeah, so recycled plastic is a big part of what we do. And we're a
product by brand, but we're not like a seasonal brand. We're not like a
seasonal fashion brand. But we focus on a series of what we call the case
studies. And the case studies, generally, we'll be exploring specific material. Now over the past year, we've been focusing on recycling plastic.
And because we're in Indonesia, it's the second biggest polluter of plastic
behind China. So yeah, there's a lot of wastage here, and many people
essentially recycle. They're going into the landfills that are in the ribbons.
The plastic ball's intercepting gets the dump and gum and wet, effectively
getting locked down, washed out, and then taking it to our workshop and
making that into plastic sheets where we're then turning into products. So
that's what we're doing. And then and then for this year, at the back end
of July, we're launching our second case study, mycelium. So we're now
growing mushrooms and using mushrooms and materials. So we work
with up like our ethos is or our tagline is making space for nature. And the
materials that we look at, we were taking out the waste put into national
like plastic and pollution. We're also using the character monic to look for
the replacements. So we've built lots of excellent biomaterials now, which
could in the future offer an alternative? You know, so we're just very much
exploring the future possibilities of whose materials could be?

YJ: My next question probably relates to the
name of the space available, what kind of
space you guys are trying to shape out? For
nature and the people too, to see to explore?
What's the definition of a space to you?
DM: When we say space available, it's kind of, like all kinds of things,
like you as an individual have to make space for yourself. That's the first
thing. Because if you don't make space for yourself, I don't look after
yourself, how can you look after anybody else on the planet, some so
in my own experience, I've been working in jobs where I've got burnt
out. And when you burn out, you lose track of your mission because
you literally can't even help yourself. Never mind, help anybody else. So

Is there a better way?? by Space Available, 2022

“But what
we make,
we want to
inspire people
digitally, but
we want to
make a change
in the real
world. ”

“it's about
making
SPACE for
yourself,
and then you
could make
space for the
world
around you.”

Conversation

YJ: Please call me out if I was wrong. I've seen
many projects you guys posted on Instagram;
you mainly focus on recycled plastics as a
material you're working on right now. Where
do you guys recycle wasted plastics and then
work with them?
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help yourself. Never mind, help anybody else. So important, an essential
part of building a better future for us as they it starts with the individual
and how you live your life, and how you look after yourself, look after your
mental health, your physical health, all these different things. And if you're,
if you do that, it makes you more creative, get you in a state of flow. And
if you have the right intentions, that you know, it affects your family and
the community and the world and the universe. And so, it's about making
space for yourself, and then you could make space for the world around
you. That's kind of what it means. And, and then also, because we were
born during the pandemic, we felt like there was a new space available,
brought by the pandemic, where we can rebuild the future that we would
like to live in, you know, so there's that. And at the same time, where I live
in Bali, there are many billboards, virtual hotels, and commercial beach
clubs. And when the pandemic hit the ball just empty because nobody had
any money to advertise, they all took them down. And every single billboard acknowledges that space is available. And I just felt that was quite
ironic, you know, on a physical level that it’s just that was everywhere. And,
and I thought, okay, it’s called the pandemic forces to stop and rethink.
And I think that’s also part of the name.

ous people from the working product and sales. And so there's this
whole cannabis full-time. And then I would say there's probably a further
1010 people worldwide to help us on projects. And we split our time
accordingly. So the core of what we do is the creative team. We design
the product to work for the studio side of things. And then obviously,
we have a management team to help run the company.

YJ: Another thing that caught my attention
was looking at the projects you've done.
You often use digital space as a platform
to generate, tell the narratives of how you
guys collect the waste materials and then
render it into new work, and then the new
work brings into the actual space. Is this
a working methodology that you've been
developing?
DM: Yeah, we are kind of like a digital platform, you know, because we
understand that we're all about, is education. And we collaborate and
create to try and inspire and educate people. So that's kind of like, what,
that's part of our mission. So we're not just like another brand, making cool
stuff from waste. There's nothing wrong with that because we do that. But
we, for us, it's about, like, how can we make a more significant impact in
the world. And I think there are many young people like yourself, who are
hungry to do something, you know, within their practice, or within our life.
And I feel like, you know, I've learned a lot over my career, you know, my
20-year career; I think the best thing in life you can do is share that love
and, and put you in a very inspiring way in the real world. But what we're
making, so we're not just like another education platform in the classroom,
we're sorry, oh, we're doing projects in the real world. You know, and then
we're sharing the process, online workshops, these sorts of things. So it will
bring everybody along on the journey. So the digital platform is very much
the center of that. But what we make, we want to inspire people digitally,
but we want to make a change in the real world. That makes sense. So
we've been like, we feel like the lines between digital and physical are so
blurred now. And we operate between both.
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Conversation

YJ: Do you have the most proud work that
you might want to share?

YJ: To me, the SpaceTalks# channel that
your studio launched is a great platform
to connect with humans from all over the
world to know who are making changes
for our better future.

DM: I mean, there's not one particular piece of work. But I would say the
impacts that we've made as a company in less than a year. For instance,
we've now recycled almost 2 million, like water bowls and cups, which is
an outstanding achievement. We also planted 10,000 trees with our partners in the fight against deforestation and extinction at the right time. So
what kind of why using design as a vehicle for change your credit, significant impacts, you know, save 2 million bottles from going in the ocean.
We've upcycled on a lot of textile waste. And I think for us, upcycles
resonate with young people; people are looking at what we're doing like
yourself and go. I'm interested in this and that they want to learn more and
their insights, inspiring people, you know, so I think that that's why we're
doing it, we're not doing it to make extraordinary things. So the platform
overall is what I'm most proud of, not just one particular piece of work.

YJ: I feel like I'm also learning something from
the waste. When I went to the desert last summer to the New Mexico. I was learning from a
dead cactus fiber. The fiber could be made into
cloth, but edible at the same time. However,
they are constantly sitting in the background
nobody pays attention to it and picks it up.

“We are literally turning ourselves into
‘Plastic People’ … we have to wake up
and end this crises.”

YJ: I am also curious what kind of
lifestyle you’re maintaining to make it
less “wasted?”

Fernando Laposse
working in his studio.

DM: That's it might be something that you should focus on if you're
being born to that, do you know Fernando? Look for the Mexico designer
or Fernando Laposse, I think that's what he called, you know him? He
uses the waste from Mexico to comb the agricultural corn industry and
all of the waste that comes from the call. He uses that in any mix and like
various objects with natural waste and Mexico. Fernando Posey, I think
he's called Fernando. I will show you the link, he's really great. I mean, he
might be someone to look to pursue inspiration.
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DM: Yeah, we are kind of like a digital platform, you know, because we
understand what we’re all about is education. And we collaborate and
create to try and inspire and educate people. So that’s kind of like, what,
that’s part of our mission. So we’re not just like another brand, making
cool stuff from waste. There’s nothing wrong with that because we do
that. But we, for us, it’s about, like, how can we make a more significant
impact in the world. And I think many young people like yourself are
hungry to do something, you know, within their practice, or within our
life. And I feel like, you know, I’ve learned a lot over my career, you know,
my 20-year career; I think the best thing in life you can do is share that
love and, and put you in a very inspiring way in the real world. But what
we’re making, so we’re not just like another education platform in the
classroom, we’re sorry, oh, we’re doing projects in the real world. You
know, and then we’re sharing the process, online workshops, these sorts
of things. So it will bring everybody along on the journey. So the digital
platform is very much the center of that. But what we make, we want to
inspire people digitally, but we want to make a change in the real world.
That makes sense. So we’ve been like, we feel like the lines between digital and physical are so blurred now. And we operate between both.

Fernando Laposse Wants to Change
the Way You Think About Corn.

Plastic People’

DM: Yeah, so basically just live a very simple life, and then that's the
thing. I'm lucky that I live in Bali where things are quite living right
Nature. But it's still very difficult. Like they like I wanted to live 100% a
year away. But the reality is, I'm nowhere near that, you know, I have a
family and the little things. So we recycle everything we do as much
as we can. But, you know, like, it's, we're making constant progress, but
we're not perfect. I think that's the thing with names sustainably, it's
never, in today's world, it's very difficult, but I think as long as you do
your best, and you kind of like, avoid plastic where possible and don't
over consume. I very rarely buy anything new these days than just food
and things like that. I just tried to like limit my consumption. And I say
to do the best work you can do. For people on the planet, really, that's
what I would say. But um, but also just enjoy life, you don't want to live
historically trying to live, you know, this sort of sort of zero waste lifestyle. Because just like I say, it's very difficult. And I think I think for me,
it's better to try and come up with a new innovation and try and come
up with the solution rather than trying to sort of live miserably. Find that
kind of, yeah, miserably and not being able to sort of enjoy yourself,
because you're so strict on every single thing to do you know.
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3.2
No contract will come into force between you and
us unless and until we
accept your order in
accordance with the
procedure set out in this
Section 3.
3.3
To enter into a contract through our website to
purchase downloadable
software programs from us, the following steps
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6.1
We will supply your
software programs to you
in the format or formats
specified on our website, and by such means and within
such periods as are
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Subject to your payment
of the applicable price and
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5. Payments
5.1
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checkout process, pay the prices of the software
programs you order.
5.2
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of the permitted methods specified on the website.

(b) “you” means our business customer or prospective
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of our e-commerce partner.
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4.3
All amounts stated in these software download terms and
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as possible and meant to be
ignored. But what if terms &
conditions could be reconceived
for another purpose? I speculated
that by bringing this content into
a book form, I could harness the
sleep-inducing qualities of the
rote statement, opaque language,
and general obfuscations that
users typically scroll past. My
hypothesis was that readers were
probably just as likely to be bored
by the text, but that the reconceived form could create enough
friction to compel them to see
service agreements in a fresh way.
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1. Introduction Software Download
1.1
These software download terms and conditions shall
govern the sale and supply of downloadable software
programs through our website, and the use of those
software programs.
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The text at the end of this book asks
you to check off agreement with a
simple question: do you agree to
devote your life to this software?
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Digital Time Waste

Digital Embroidery on a piece
of fabric gives these digital time
waste a “second life.”

This is a book that intentionally makes
you fall asleep with users’ terms and
conditions that you probably never
want to read. Do you know what you
are agreeing to?

Cover of the Zzz book
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A Light Ball

Atlas
Industry park.org
TRAVEL TO AN ABANDONED SITE

The Washington Park
neighborhood that Nick and I
chose to explore is largely taken
up by the port of Providence
(ProvPort). The port, which is
owned by the City of Providence,
houses multinational corporations
and serves both international and
domestic cargo needs. The Port
deals primarily in heavy machinery,
building materials, infrastructure,
and fuel, and is part of a larger
trade network that exports and
imports cargo.

city planners—yet it still has value.
Despite its blight and neglect,
the area has potential as well as
history. However, many of the
spaces are wasted, an outcome
caused by of generations of human
pollution and misuse of the local
environment.

I envisioned a very special tour
guide to spotlight this area’s
enduring value: a light ball that
would draw the attention and
focus of visitors. By literally
“shining a light” on problem areas
in Washington Park—serving as
Washington Park is not a place
a location marker for trash one
where many people would have
moment, then transforming into
the interest or opportunity to
explore further. The neighborhood, a chemical air pollutant as an
example of pervasive local issues—
which includes both areas
the light ball urges humans to face
of residential and industrial
development, seems as if it’s been the consequences of ignorance
and disregard.
hidden in plain sight by

View the full project at industrypark.org
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A Light Ball

the sequence both reveals and conceals
what the industry park produces behind its
fence which is meant to keep humans out.
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Marshes

Marshes are
disappearing
AND WHO’S LOSING THEIR HOME?

Despite being the ecological
guardian standing between land
and sea, marshes tend to be
overlooked by humans. Wetlands
help protect coastlines; they
stabilize shorelines from erosion
and safeguard the coast from
damage by incoming waves,
especially during storms, storm
surges, and flooding. A natural
buffer and protector, the unique
role of marshlands are particularly

significant given the increasing
frequency and intensity of storms
due to climate change. This
impressionistic video work seeks
to reflect the way marshes are
not quite visible to many humans
while simultaneously expressing
the threat and degradation to this
critical ecosystem.
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Overlook of the marshes
through drone flying.

https://vimeo.com/710452224

Through drone flying, I was first
time able to see the marshland
standing between land and sea
closely and differently.
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Sea

Land

Marshes

A FAIRYTALE WITH
NO ENDING IN THE DESERT

Once Upon a Time is a conventional
story opening, a stock phrase that
suggests a fairy tale ending even
as it begins a new narrative. The
publication I conceived, designed,
and produced with Zengqi Guo
included facts and fiction about
our shared experience in the
Chihuahuan Desert during the
summer of 2021. Our goal was to
reveal the region’s magic, mystery,
and inspiration while sharing a
holistic understanding of the desert
through documentation, writing,
and experimental typefaces.
Most humans already perceive the
desert as an open and wild environment. But many may not necessarily realize how complex the desert
is and how many lives converge
within its boundaries. Only by
slowing down and pursuing closer
engagement with the desert can we
understand its richness and vitality.
As I walked deeper into the Chihuahuan Desert, it showed me more of
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This publication is a documentation of a trip
to the Chihuahuan Desert and a specimen
poster collection of four experimental typefaces inspired by this desert trip that Zengqi
and I went on during the summer of 2021.
One side of each sheet tells the story of
what we learned from this unique desert experience, the other side shows our designed
response to environmental factors.

its personality and versatility. The
revelation reshaped my previous
impression of what a desert was—
and what it could be. The desert
was no longer the background to
human activity or an area to pass
through on a journey to somewhere
else. Instead, I perceived the possibility of an intimate relationship
with the desert and increasing
knowledge of its qualities. The
more attention I was able to bring
to my encounters with the region,
the more I was convinced of the
latent power of this incredibly
vibrant landscape.
The desert became a place of
potential, where many tales could
begin. The experimental typefaces
that were inspired by the desert
became the language for its own
narrative.

Map gives humans a general idea of
where the place is and a brief idea
of size, what does it might be look
like of the place. But it’s not easy to
feel its vitality until you actually go
there and experience it.

Desert Landscape

Once Upon
A Time...

White Sands National Park

Valley of Fire
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Desert Landscape

First Impression—Franklin Mountain

The publication starts with a conversation between Zengqi and I before we began our adventure in the Chihuahuan Desert. We talk about our
brief impressions of the desert in this dialogue.
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Each of us contributed writing about
our impressions of the locations we
visited in the Chihuahuan Desert.
This spread documents Zenqi’s first
impression of the desert.

74

Desert Landscape

Beyond the Earth—White Sands

I responded especially to a place
called White Sands National Park.
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Desert Landscape

Vitality of Black—Valley of Fire

We also learned that many kinds
of moss live within the black lava,
and that each kind is a different
color. The more moss there is, the
better it is for the environment.
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Desert Landscape

WHITE SANDS

White Sands is a place that I have longed to see but had never been
able to visit. When my friends and I took a road trip four years ago,
White Sands was our final stop. Then, unexpectedly, we had a car
accident two hours away from White Sands, and the car completely
broke. As a result, my wish to go to White Sands for a look was never
fulfilled.
I was thrilled that I had a chance to go to White Sands again in the
summer after four years. I was eager to finally get close to it. When
we arrived at the destination around 6 PM, I was struck by the
vast white color in front of me, a kind of pure beauty and a sort of
contrasting beauty. The white sand stands out among the desert
environment.
Had it not been for the temperature to suggest summer, I would not
have believed that It was sand and not snow. However, the sun was
extreme that day, and because of the cruel sunlight, it made the blue
sky transparent, the sand whiter, and the contrast between blue and
white more concrete.
Giant wavy gypsum dunes cover an area of about 275 square miles of
desert. The dune has constantly been changing its shape repeatedly,
as the wind follows the rain. The desert is made of gypsum, derived
from gypsum rock at the bottom of ancient lakes, exposed when the
water dried and became sand by weathering.
The white sand is also a land of miracles. As far as we can see, there is
only blue sky and white sand, but we can't ignore the small number
of plants that survive here. It is miraculous that agave plants and
insects can thrive in such a bizarre environment where the desert
seems like snow. But they are fearless in such an environment; we
may have overlooked their strength and resilience. Even though they
look so insignificant, in my eyes, they are beautiful beyond description. This is the pride of the desert, and I would like to stop in front of
it to pay respect to this extraordinary life and eternal nature.
As dusk approaches, Nikki begins a dance performance against the
setting sun. That was my most vivid memory of the whole trip. As
Nikki’s dance goes on, the colors of the sunset change over time,
reflecting the white sands in a completely different way than during
the day. At that moment, I felt as if I was in a corner beyond the earth,
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地球之外

Beyond the Earth
where I found new vitality and energy. Nikki seemed to form a new
life. Her performance paid respect to insignificant desert life. While
she performed, she grew along with the plants.
Energy is given to me by white sand, which can calm my heart and
make me feel every living individual here. I can’t ignore these seemingly small living individuals; they deserve to be respected and seen
simultaneously.

白沙公园是我向往了很久却一直没有去成的地方。我记得四年前的那一
次和朋友的公路旅行，我们原本把终点站定在了白沙公园，没成想我们
在距离白沙公园还有两个小时的地方出了车祸，车彻底坏了，去白沙看
一眼的心愿最终没有完成。
令我很激动的是居然在四年之后的夏天又拥有了一次去白沙的机会，这
一次终于能够接近白沙，心中的雀跃之情难以言表。下午六点左右当
我们到达目的地的时候，我被眼前广漠的白色震住了，那是一种纯净的
美，更是一种反差的美。真的以为是白雪茫茫，倘若不是气温提示这是
夏天，我确实无法相信这是沙，而不是雪。那天太阳光很强烈，正因为
这狠毒的阳光，将天空的蓝色映得透明，将沙照得更白，将蓝与白对比
得更加具体。
巨大的波浪状石膏沙丘覆盖了大约275平方英里的沙漠地区。沙丘一直
在不断地反复变化着它的形状，随着风顺着雨。沙漠的成分是石膏，源
自古代湖水底部的石膏岩，后来湖水干了，石膏岩露了出来，在风化作
用下就成了沙。白沙同时也是一片能发生奇迹的土地，放眼望去，这里
只有蓝天和白沙，但是我们也无法忽略那少量的植物在这里顽强的生存
着。就像在无意间，我还是发现了零星的植被，当你看到龙舌兰，昆虫
时，看起来好象生长在雪地里，其实不是，那是远比雪地干旱得多的环
境。但是它们在这样的环境下，勇敢而无畏的生长着，我们可能都忽视
了它们的坚强与韧性。即使它们看着是如此的不起眼，但在我眼里，美
得无以形容。这是沙漠里的骄傲，我愿意驻足在它面前，来敬意这不凡
的生命和不朽的大自然。
临近黄昏的时候，尼基在夕阳的映照下开始了一段舞蹈表演。那是我对
整个旅程中最为记忆犹新的一个片段。随着尼基舞蹈的进行，夕阳的颜
色也在随着时间的流逝而不断变换着，把整个白沙映照出完全不同与白
天时候的景象。在那个时刻，我恍惚间觉得自己仿佛置身在地球之外的
某个角落，我在这里发现了新的生机和能量，而尼基仿佛就是那一株新
的生命，它正在用它自己的方式走近我们，而我们需要做的就是去静静
的聆听它和发现它的存在。这股能量是白沙给予我的，它能让我的心平
静下来，去感受这里每一个生命个体，我无法去忽视这些看似渺小的生
命个体，它们值得被尊重，它们同时也值得被看到。

This essay documents my impression to
White Sands once I finally had a chance
to get close to it.
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Typeface 01: Multiplicity
Agave lechuguilla, a type of
agave plant found only in the
Chihuahuan desert, was the
inspiration for Multiplicity.
Zengqi and I were captivated
to learn that the lechuguilla
(“small lettuce”) could be
made into fibers that could
be used for textiles, as well
as used for soap, food, and
drinks. This idea of having
many uses was central to
Multiplicity and inspired

Zengqi and me to reflect on
how many roles we play in
different situations in our
own lives. A more complete
picture of our identity
emerges when we begin to
overlay these roles. In much
the same way, understanding
the many functions and uses
of the agave lechuguilla suggested a more accurate and
nuanced understanding of
this humble plant.

Multiplicity Typeface Specimen

Multiplicity Typeface Specimen

This poster showcases the letters
we created as part of the Multiplicity project and serves as a typeface
specimen. Abstract organic shapes
represent the abstraction of the landscape that we observed. These letterforms also conceptually represent
the multi-functionality of the Agave
Lechugilla in its natural environment.

This is another way to showcase the
letters. As you can see the abstracted
organic shapes represents the
abstraction of the landscape. And
these letters are the representations
of Agave Lechugilla meaning it lives in
the environment.

Each of the letterform design was inspired
from the shape of Agave Lechuguilla and its
usage by humans..

81

82

Desert Landscape

ONCE UPON A TIME

Typeface 02: ZOOM IN and zoom out

A bioblitz is a communal biological
survey that attempts to record or
document all living species within
a designated area. Zengqi and I
participated in an Art+Bio Blitz
event held in the Valley of Fires
recreation area, a region of the
Chihuahuan desert that was filled
with lava 5,000 years ago. The site
now appears as barren rock from
a distance, but by walking through
the area, it’s possible to observe
flora and fauna typical of other
regions of the desert. Zengqi and
I each produced 100 drawings of

ZOOM OUT (Uppercase)
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species we observed in the area,
and we drew on this documentation
to celebrate the diversity of the
Chihuahuan Desert. “Zoom in &
Zoom out” features a series of
glyphs illustrated as abstract forms
in four distinct drawing styles
(different stroke weights distinguish
each series). Each glyph has an
uppercase and lowercase form,
with the lowercase option offering
a “zoomed-in” perspective that
highlights an aspect of the source
plant or animal.

zoom in (lowercase)

Ocotillo

ocotillo

Prickly Pear Cactus

prickly pear cactus

Vermillion
Flycatcher
Bird

vermillion
flycatcher
bird
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Typeface 03: Empathy
In transforming our relationship
with the desert and considering
the new relationship we were
asking others to foster with the
environment, we fixed on empathy as a necessary quality. We
deemed empathy an essential and
critical ability for communication
between individuals and foresaw it
as a required ability for improved
understanding between humans
and non-humans (including animals, plants, natural resources, and
non-sentient objects). The Chinese
character Shù (恕) carries a definition similar to English empathy—”to
put oneself in someone else’s shoes

In the shrub

In the garden

to understand their feelings or
experiences better.” Shū consists of
two characters that can also form
a word that means “heart to heart.”
By redrawing Shù using expressive
forms, Zengqi and I crafted eight
new versions of the character, each
carrying a different narrative. By
creating abstracted versions of Shū,
we could embed meaning in forms
that varied in legibility. The typographic exploration linked emotion
and nature to build new connections and allowed us to spend time
contemplating the importance of
empathy in our practice.

In the mountain

At the sunset

In the cloud

Unde the rain

CDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWX
These type specimen posters place the
composite character we created into
different environmental situations. Each
poster composition highlights how Shù
(恕) may respond to different conditional
factors, and underlines that empathy can
appear anywhere.
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In the forrest

Unde the thunder
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Typeface 04: Time (Variable font)
The desert is an ideal metaphor—
both for the study of typography
(as a way to visualize new formal
aspects of letterforms), and for the
study of topography (“the art or
practice of graphic delineation in
detail usually on maps or charts of
natural and man-made features of
a place or region”).1 Topology essentially utilizes abstracted spatial
relationships to represent relative
positions and elevations. Both disciplines have at their center a focus
on the ground as a fluid, impermanent, and constantly in flux point
of reference. “Time” allowed us to
draw together the idea of a variable

typeface with one that was durational and context-sensitive, crafting a time-based response rooted
in the desert’s unfixed nature. The
constant movement of the ground
may not be visible elsewhere. In
the desert, however, the shifting
of sand underfoot is a consistent
reminder that the ground beneath
our feet is an unstable substance.
“Time” varies according to the time
of day; as the specimen posters
demonstrate, variability at different
times of the day (sunrise, mid-day,
sunset, night) determines the legibility of the composite letterforms
constructed from grains of sand.

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZIJKLMNOPQRS
Sunrise
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A
Z
V
A
Z
V
A
Z
V
A
Z
V
A
Z
V

B
L
W
B
L
W
B
L
W
B
L
W
B
L
W

C
M
X
C
M
X
C
M
X
C
M
X
C
M
X

D
N
Z
D
N
Z
D
N
Z
D
N
Z
D
N
Z

E F G H I J K
O P Q R S T U
E F G H I J K
O P Q R S T U
E F G H I J K
O P Q R S T U
E F G H I J K
O P Q R S T U
E F G H I J K
O P Q R S T U

Mid-day

Sunset

Night
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Agency
Absurdity
Artifacts
Appreciation
Association
Connection
Constitution
Collections
Cycle
Empathy
Facts
Fiction
Fragmentations
Imagination
Inference
Invisibility
Kinship
Learning
Matter
Materiality
Mobility
Nonhuman
Object
Optimism
Perception
Play
Regeneration
Recast
Rescale
Restaging
Sarcasm
Seeing
Scale-changing
Speculation
Subversion
Surrealism
Uncanny
Visibility
Vitality
Waste
World-building

Glossary

To Be Continued...

Or

The End
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A Note to the Reader

Dear, dear you,
I am one of the protagonists in this book.

“To balance our accounts of society,
we simply have to turn our exclusive
attention away from humans and
look also at nonhumans.”
– BRUNO LATOUR

An ordinary one among many seemingly inanimate objects in this
world. Being an object, I have a place in the order of things. Often
relegated to the backdrop of daily life, I reassert my value here, asking
for a re-seeing, re-hearing, re-touching and re-understanding, even
restaging, as a ‘performer.’
Yingxi told us that she is an ambassador and interpreter who exists
between worlds, between humans and us. Every empathic effort
she makes as a designer is to connect with us by closing the gap of
perceived separation or by suggesting to you alternate ways of perceiving typical interactions with us. She mentioned that she comes to
our world to understand us better. Understanding cannot exist without care. She really has been a friend of ours, an ally. She sometimes
likens the process of understanding to that of developing friendships
or to falling in love with someone. Her appreciation grows through
zooming into details to explore our materiality, gestures and sounds.
And she sometimes knocks on our “heart” and tries to find a way
to connect with us more intimately. I assume what I just described
might sound ridiculous to you before you read about us. What’s on
your mind now? Does reading this book change how you originally
perceived our world?
In the meantime, I have always believed that humans and non-humans
can coexist, that this is possible through mutual understanding and
communication. I know we can’t speak to you directly because of
where we are right now. Nevertheless, I am so glad that we finally got
the chance to meet one another.

Best,
Yours
91
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